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Chapter 1

Maja woke from her slumber completely rested.  She squirmed under the blankets and smiled when she heard the village of Tigsford come to life.  Stretching out her hand, she met something firm and warm.  She ran her fingers over its surface until she sensed that the something she was touching had hair.

She sat upright, clutching the sheets to her chest.  Looking to her right, she saw what she was just feeling.  A green-skinned org lay resting peacefully next to her as if it were the most natural thing ever.  The hero’s mind played through the previous night’s events, and she experienced the same emotions as a roller coaster.

Maja put a hand to her chest, and she felt her heart race.  She searched her thoughts and found that she wasn’t experiencing fear, but actually infatuation.  The orc named Harold had given her many chances to avoid this result.  She had refused every opportunity.  Maja lay back down and draped an arm over the monster’s torso.  This orc may be a monster, but it had the mind of a man.

Her old man, her husband Jack, was a month’s journey to the south.  They hadn’t seen each other in nearly a year.  The thought of him sent her spiraling, imagining the consequences of the night’s events.  The hero tried to make herself worry about what would happen, but every part of Harold made her feel at ease.  His body, his scent, even the way he breathed during sleep told her that none of the consequences mattered, so long as she had Harold by her side.

Harold heaved a big sigh, stretched his arms, and fluttered his eyes open.  Maja saw him turn to look at her and smile in instant recognition.  Butterflies filled her stomach, and she rolled on top of him and kissed him.

“Good morning, Maja, did you sleep well?”

“I slept horribly until we made love. After that, I slept like a log.  I feel like a million gold coins.  How about you?”

“I’m feeling good too.  You were amazing last night.”  He said in a rough voice while he reached for her buttock with a meaty hand.  “If I were home, I’d want to cook you breakfast in appreciation.  But I’m not home, and I’m no longer a man.  How is this, you and I, supposed to work?”

“I don’t know, but it has worked really well so far.”

“What about Jack?”

Maja blew a whisp of hair away from her forehead and said, “What about him?”

“You’re married, Maja, isn’t that supposed to mean something?  I don’t know what this world is like, but back home, marriage meant ‘till death do you part.”

“I’ve been away for nearly a year, and he hasn’t once tried to find me.  What does that tell you?  I would have loved to have him be a camp follower and be there when I got back from a dungeon.  He thought his pig farm was more important.”

“Pig farm?  Yikes, no wonder you didn’t refuse the call to be a hero.”

“You’re so mean!”  Maja got on top of him and weakly thumped him with her fists.

Harold grabbed her by the wrists, and the pair smiled at each other.  The hero felt the orc’s penis start to rise, touching her backside as she straddled him.

Maja smirked, “I could do it all day with you, Harold, but...”

There was a knock at the door,  the knight felt the orc’s cock soften, and she pouted.  Finishing her sentence, she said, “...we have a full day's work ahead.”

She hopped off him and went to her pile of folded clothes.  The orc looked through the bedsheets and found his loincloth and tied it on.

Maja called out to the door, “We’ll be up in just a minute.”  She was just finishing putting on her small clothes when someone knocked on the door again. 

Harold walked to the door and opened it.  Ida and Sofia were there fully dressed for the day.  They had tired eyes, and they didn’t smile as he invited them in.

Maja got her dress on and asked, “How did you two sleep last night?  Hopefully the ale didn’t give you a hangover.”

Ida grunted, “We didn’t sleep much at all, and then you woke us up early in the morning.”

The hero covered her mouth and said, “You heard us?”

The mage and the thief nodded.

“I am so sorry!”  Maja walked up to them. “It’s just that I couldn’t get to sleep and...”

Ida raised her hand, “No need to explain.  We heard almost every word.”

“Damn,” Harold said.  “I’m sorry.”

“What do you have to be sorry for?”  Ida said, walking to him.  “You didn’t ask to be here, slapped with a slave collar, and hounded by a thirsty woman.” 

Harold smiled nervously. Ida now seemed to make the same look Maja had done the day before.

The orc tried to change the subject, “So what do we have planned for the day?”

Sofia walked between everyone and said, “The first task at hand is to get Harold some decent clothing.  I can’t focus with him wearing just a rag.”  The purple-haired witch looked down at the orc’s crotch.

“I don’t know,”  Maja said with a smirk, walking up behind him.  “I think he looks just right as he is.”

Ida glared, “Says the girl who got her fill of him just a few hours ago.  He needs at least a pair of pants and a vest.  Harry, would you like us to front you money for armor?  A chain shirt and maybe a helmet?”

Harold instantly felt a sense of disdain, “No way could I ever put on armor.”  He searched his mind for a reason, but nothing came, “I don’t know why, but I’m sure it would just feel wrong on me.”

Sofia nodded, “In our year of adventuring, orcs never really wore armor, maybe a spaulder on the shoulder, but not much more.”

Maja put a hand on his shoulder, “He needs his spear and Mace, and we need to train.  I’m practically brimming with energy.”  When she said the words, her insides tingled with an energy she had never felt before.

Ida frowned for a moment but shrugged and said, “No point in waiting,  let’s get some breakfast and go shopping.”

...

Harold stood on the dusty practice grounds of the adventurers' guild wearing his new outfit: a pair of light wool  trousers and a tan leather vest.  He wanted to wear a shirt, but the girls insisted he needed the extra flexibility that less clothing offered.  Maja made sure his vest was unbuttoned when he put it on.

He held a thick wooden staff in his hand, standing ready for  combat.  After they came back from the weaponsmith with his spear and mace, the party went to the practice grounds to spar.  Harold pointed out that some beginner spear lessons were available for him to learn on his own, but Maja insisted she would teach him.

“You need to work as part of a team, Harry,”  she said. “You’re never going to advance to our level with the basic classes.  Let me handle your training.”

“I just don’t want to be...”

Maja raised a finger, “Consider this an order.”

Harold shrugged and obeyed, “Yes, captain.”

Sofia wandered off to the magic practice field and started blasting sturdy stone targets, and Ida waited off to the side of the sparring ground for a partner.  Maja put her hands behind her back and slowly circled Harold.

“Make sure your feet are further apart, a lot of monsters pack quite a punch.  You don’t want to be knocked on your back.”  She swept her leg out and kicked his feet apart, widening his stance.  Harold nodded and looked forward.

“Keep the tip of the spear pointed up with your left hand on the midpoint of the shaft, and your right hand on the butt of the spear.  That maximizes distance and control.  When you don’t know what to do, always point the spear's tip at your opponent's most vulnerable part.  For humans, it might be the neck or face.  Some monsters have hard skin everywhere but the joints, so aim for an armpit or crotch.  If you want to be deadly, you need to balance offence with defence.”

Maja then showed Harold how to thrust, parry, and feint with the spear, as well as how to duck the speartip under an opponent's weapon when they tried to bat his spear away.

“You’re a quick learner, Harold.  How about a practice bout to try what you’ve learned?”  Maja said as she sauntered to the weapons rack and picked up a blunt sword and a wooden shield.

Harold stood and put the butt of the spear against his foot and scratched his neck.  “Do you mind if we find someone for me to practice with?”

Maja narrowed her eyes and walked in a circle around him like a predator. “What’s wrong, green boy?  Are you afraid of losing to a woman?”

“Not in the slightest.  I just don’t want to risk hurting you.  The thought of it makes me sick.”

Harold saw Maja's expression soften for a moment. “If I can’t beat a rookie like you, I don’t deserve to be the hero.  Don’t worry, Harry, I’ll be just fine.”

The orc shook his head while he pointed the end of the staff at his new lover’s face, “This is wrong.  I don’t want to do this.”

Maja could feel her heart beating at hearing Harold’s caring words.  He obeyed, but there was a true gentleman inside him.  She wanted to drop her sword and shield and jump on top of him, but Maja knew he needed to be trained, or she would have to deal with the pain of another dead comrade.

Even though Maja was lethal, she still needed her shield going up against a spearman with only a sword.  Harold retreated a step, then launched a lightning-fast attack.  Maja batted the staff away and closed the distance with her sword tip pointed at the orc’s unarmored chest.

The orc sidestepped and put the staff between him and the sword and then darted away again.

“The shield helps a lot, doesn’t it?”  He said.

“It’s simple and effective, yahhh!”  She launched an attack  with her sword and shield in front of her, ready to deflect the spear.  Harold dipped the tip under the sword and let the knight bash the staff in the opposite and more awkward direction using the edge of her shield. 

As she got closer, the orc released the spear, causing her to feel off balance.  Harold launched a bare-knuckled punch against the shield.  His fist connected with a crack, the shield exploded into a flurry of splinters, and Maja was knocked twenty feet away, tumbling along the ground.  She knew to expect the move, but the orc’s strength was incredible.  The hero rolled away and leveled her sword against the unarmed orc.

By now, dozens of men had gathered around the pair, with a couple putting coins onto a table and betting on the victor.

Maja’s face twisted in rage, and she sprinted at Harold.  He stood ready with his fists clenched.  At the last moment, she ducked to the side and switched her grip so she led with the hilt of the sword, rather than the tip.  The lady knight felt her blunted sword drag along the orc’s side; a clear, fatal strike.  Harold grunted as the metal connected with his ribs.

Getting up, she heard the applause of the onlookers, and she smiled and tilted her head.  The guild weapon master trotted up and clasped her shoulder.

He grinned broadly, “How the hell did you get so good, Maja?”

“What are you talking about?” she said, wiping the sweat from her forehead.

“You and the orc were so fast we had a hard time seeing you.  You took a shot that shattered a gods damned shield and brushed it off!  Come on, Maja, did Sofia discover a new buff spell?”

“Buff spell?  No.  Nothing like that.”  Her lower abdomen tingled.  She placed her hand on it and looked at the orc that was dusting himself off.


Chapter 2

Later that day, Sofia and Ida sat across from Harold and Maja at a table in the honeymoon suite.  The orc folded his fingers together and covered his mouth; his elbows were set on the table.  Maja was blushing deeply, and her hands were in her lap.  Sofia had an ashen face, and Ida was pinching the bridge of her nose.

Maja raised her eyebrows, “Well?  Did your tattoos move?”

"Yes. Sofia’s did too," Ida said.

"Where to?" the hero pressed.

“You know exactly where it moved to,” Ida said with a hiss.  “It’s right below my belly button, pointing at my cooch.”

Harold could help but snort at Ida’s words, but no one else was smiling.

“So is it a curse?” Sofia whispered.  “What effects are you experiencing, so we can compare?”

Maja nodded, “I can’t say much of anything happened before Harold and I were intimate.”

Harold frowned, “It didn’t make you attracted to me?”

Maja shook her head.  “That had happened beforehand.  I think the spell chose its contract based on my feelings.”

“Okay, so this might just be for Maja then,” Harold said with a shrug. “It’s not like you two think I’m cute.”

Sofia and Ida stared at him.

“You can’t be serious,” the orc said with a stone face.

“So you don’t have a human’s skin,” Sofia pointed at him.  “You’re a beefcake all the same.  We’ve been an all-female group for months.  Clara was the one who was keeping us well-behaved.”

Ida covered her face, “She missed her husband the most and would make us behave ourselves.”

Sofia tapped the table and said, “You still haven’t said what the tradeoff was.”

Maja lifted her hands and splayed her fingers, “It’s simple.  After Harold had completed.  I later performed much better on the sparing ground.  It makes sense that Sofia would have more powerful magic, and Ida would be a better thief and marksman.  All you have to do is lie with the orc.”

Harold stood up, “Come on, nothing about this says you have to be with me.  It could be the case that you would get an even bigger boost in ability if you had relations with your spouses.”

Sofia shook her head, “Magic tattoos always are a fair trade.  Getting powers from our husbands wouldn’t involve sacrifice.  It’s possible, just not probable.  With them leagues away, they might as well be on the moon.”

The orc walked to the window and looked at the setting sun. “Look, just because you have these on you, it doesn’t mean you need to use them.  It also doesn’t mean Maja ever has to do it again.”

“Harry, would you stop it?” Maja said with an elevated voice. “I’ve already started to feel the effects ebb.  It’s likely I would need to be with you again to maintain the effects.”

“Well, shit.”

The room was silent.

Harold turned around and sat back down. “I wish none of this on you all.  I wish I were back home right now so you wouldn’t have to deal with this.”

Ida started to bite her fingernails and muttered, “There’s no going back now.  And I don’t think we should just leave these powers on the table.  We’re risking our lives here.  I don’t see why Maja gets to monopolize this power.”

Harold frowned, “Don’t I have a say in this?”

“Don’t misunderstand me, Harry.  I’m not forcing you to do anything.  I am saying Maja shouldn’t be the only one, just because she jumped on you first.  What, are you honestly saying you don’t like  Sofia or me?”  She pointed at him, “Would you honestly turn me down if I were the first one to make a pass at you?”

Harold raised a finger and opened his mouth, “Maja is a sweet girl...”

“Who’s already married, and you had one night with her.  You cannot say you’re in a real relationship.”

Maja stood up and punched the table, “You don’t get to dictate what two people do behind closed doors!”

Sofia slammed both her hands on the table, “Stop it!  Maja, you’re right that no one can force anyone.  And with that, we’re all here of our own volition.  Captain, can you honestly think this party will stick together with the situation as it is?”

Maja’s eyes shimmered as she glared at Sofia.  Sofia didn’t flinch.

Ida stood up and looked at Sofia, “We’re going in circles here.  Sofia, let’s go to the tavern and cool off.”

Maja and Harold could do nothing as half of the party left the room and shut the door.

...

Later that night, Harold did his best to stay quiet as he unlatched the door and left the honeymoon suite at the Bleating Lamb.  He winced every time the floorboards creaked under his weight.  The going got easier once he reached the end of the hallway and found a window large enough that he could leap out of. 

The town’s gate was still manned by a few guards, and the gate was also shut and barred.  Rather than attempt to pass through, he walked along the town's wooden protective wall until he thought he was out of sight of enough windows.

The wall had a small platform set against it every thirty feet, with a crude ladder leading up to it.  He went up the ladder to the platform and looked over the  top of the log wall.  Every log in the wall had its end cut down to a vicious point.  He  looked over the edge to see the surrounding strips of farmland.

“You won’t do well, you know.”  He heard a voice say below him. 

He spun around and found Maja with his grayscale night vision.  She stood at the bottom of the ladder.

Maja continued, “Sure, you’re as tough as anything out there for at least one hundred miles, unless you’re in a dungeon.  The problem is, you don’t know how to survive on the land, do you?  You would be turned away from most human settlements as a monster, even with the slave collar.”

He clenched his fists, “Maybe I could live with the orcs.”

Maja shook her head, “You may have their skin and their looks, but you don’t speak their language, and you don’t act like them.”

“I won’t be the reason the hero’s party disbands, Maja.  You summoned me to help you, and I’m only making you fight.”  He pointed over the wall and continued, “Taking myself out of the equation is the only solution.”

“Can I please come up?  I’d rather speak more quietly.”

A voice told him to just leap over the wall and run, but his rationality won out.  Nothing would have stopped Maja from following him out into the wilderness if he had done so.  He simply nodded, and the hero quickly ascended the ladder.  Without hesitation, she embraced the orc and hugged him tightly.

Maja let out a ragged sigh, “It’s my fault for not talking with the others before we slept together.  You may not have thought something would happen, but I certainly did. I was just lying to myself.  I was selfish to think I could just have an affair with you in front of their faces, but you being a member of the party doesn’t mean they have to leave.”

Harold shifted in her embrace, trying to get a little space between them.  He said, “What are you saying?”

“I don’t know how your culture deals with relationships and fidelity, but you seem like a good man.  All I’m asking for is a little flexibility.”

“Flexibility?  Maja, are you saying that I should also be with Sofia and Ida?”

Maja squeezed harder; he could feel her nodding her head. He continued, “Maja, are you three capable of that sort of relationship?”

“I’m prepared to do anything to save the people of this kingdom, Harold.  And if the choice is having you some of the time versus not having you at all, then you know what choice I would make.  So, what is your answer, orc?  Will you stay with the party, if only for my sake?”

Harold lifted his hand and petted her hair with long, slow strokes.  “So not only do I have to have an affair with a hero, I have to make her friends be unfaithful as well?  What will people think?”

“To hell with what people think, Harold.  They can think you’re some sex slave for all I care.  Sure, this may be a scandal if I were a noble near the capital, but we’re on the northern frontier.  We can make this work, you just have to trust me.”

“If this whole thing goes south, Maja, you can’t blame me.  I’ve tried to get out of this every way I know how.”

Maja pushed him away and frowned, “What are you talking about?  I expect you to be on your best behavior.  You’ll be faithful to the party, or I’ll cut your balls off.  If you make them cry, I’ll cut your balls off.  If you do something stupid and get hurt...”

“You’ll cut my balls off.”

Maja laughed and pushed him down the stepladder.  “Always a quick learner.  Now let’s get back into bed, you’re cutting into my cuddle time.  We’ll talk with Ida and Sofia tomorrow at breakfast.”


Chapter 3

Ida and Sofia sat with bowls of porridge in front of them, wearing scowls on their faces.  Harold did his best to be cheery while Maja explained his willingness to accommodate their demands for a physical relationship so long as they all tried their best to make it work.

Ida put down her wooden spoon and placed her hands flat on the table before saying, “So you came to this agreement last night, and didn’t think to wake us up?”

Sofia nodded, “You should have told us right away.  Why didn’t you?”

Harold couldn’t help wincing.  The hero shrugged, “I thought I would get one last night with him all to myself?  I didn’t want to disturb your sleep?”

“Neither of us could sleep!”  Sofia said. “We’ve been on edge, wondering what would happen.  If we’d ever see either of you again!  I had my pack ready to head south again.”  Sofia’s voice wavered, and her eyes moistened.

The orc felt his heart twist at seeing Sofia tear up.  He got up and knelt by her chair.  “I’m sorry, Sofia, that won’t happen again.  From now on, I’m here to provide comfort if you need it.”  He put a hand on her leg. “I can’t bear to see you upset.”

Sofia nodded and sniffed, blinking back tears.  “Do you think it’s easy realising you're falling for someone when you’re married?  Perfectly willing to cheat on them with a monster?”

Harold squeezed her leg through her robe.  Sofia put a delicate hand on his and gripped it.  Leaning to the side, she put her forehead on his and said, “I’m sorry, Harold, that’s unfair.  You’re not a monster.”

Ida waved her hand in front of her. “I think we should be good now.  Sofia and I just need to see who gets the honeymoon suite tonight, and then we can rotate.  Wait, how are we going to handle being in the dungeon?”

Maja tilted her head, “It might be dangerous if we split the party when we find some downtime down there.  Are we adult enough to be in the same room if something happens?  Ida, I know you’re a screamer from back home.  You’ll have to tone that down, or we’ll attract real monsters down there.”

Ida smirked, “If Maja moaned as loud as she did, I might have to buy a ball gag.”

Maja groaned, “Can we please just plan the day now?”  Harold went back to his chair, and Maja continued, “Firstly, we need to see if there are any healers we can incorporate into the party.”

Harold raised a finger, “Is this going to be a guy or a girl?”

Maja frowned, “A girl.  Why would you think otherwise?   If it were a man, they would just get jealous of you.”

“That assumes that you’ll all prefer me to him.”

The girls laughed.  Maja pointed at him, “You actually think we’ll find a man in a frontier town as good-looking as you?  Harold, if any man in the local guild were as strong and handsome as you are, they’d be captains of their own party or married off to some noblewoman.  Remember, we summoned you with what we desired at the time.  Yes, you are an orc, a monster, but it would be hard to find a woman who doesn’t find you attractive.”

“We would be lucky to find a man with all their teeth over there.  Most of those men are dirty bastards anyway.  No, we’ll look for a lady healer.”

“Will they have to be part of the agreement then?”  Harold asked.

The girls paused.  Sofia nodded, “It’s only fair.  If they ask about it, we say Harold is fair game.  We just explained the rules to them.”

Ida said, “Good, we also have to start looking up a mission to keep us in the money.  Sofia, do you think we’ll need to go to a bigger town to find the next source for magical treasure?”

“I’ve scoured the libraries near the capital; there’s no point going all the way back south.  There’s a guild library to the east, in a temple town of Aggess.  If we had some money, I could spend a few days in the library.”

Maja scraped the last spoonful of porridge and swallowed it.  “Good, we have a plan.  We go to the guild and  hire a healer, then we look for a mission to give us the money to go to Aggess so Sofia can see if there are any ancient sites we could plunder.”

...

Harold had finally trained enough to break a sweat at the guild practice grounds.  Maja had told him to work with the spear and mace they had bought him.  This corner of the training grounds had weighted leather balls hung from wooden arches that would provide a challenge if he set them swinging.  After a while, he got bored, and the targets were getting  pretty chewed up.  The guild weapon master was working with an archer when the orc caught his eye.

“Orc, are the targets not challenging enough for you?”

Harold shook his head.

“Let me help you then.”  The weaponmaster went to a heavy leather bag that was hung from a long wooden arm.  He pulled the arm away from the building’s wall so the leather bag hung in the air about chest height.  He then moved the targets into a curve around the hanging bag.

“Now the trick is,”  the man said as he started to pull the heavy bag to the side, “Is to start hitting the targets without getting touched by the bag.”  He released, and the bag swung back and forth.  The master pointed to the ground where the bag swung lowest. “Stand there and try to hit the targets.”  Finally, the trainer moved to the targets and started them swinging as well.

Harold nodded and hopped in when the bag wasn’t in the way.  The orc grinned at the higher challenge.  Rather than pierce the targets in quick succession, he had to time things more carefully and sidestep the bag as it passed through his space.  Oftentimes, he would only hit one target.

“This is hard, sir.”

“It’s meant to be.  In a dungeon, you may be the only one blocking a horde of goblins from kidnapping your friends.  They’ll attack in mass.  The only way to keep them back is to show them that the brave ones will be the first to die.  What’s your name, orc?”

“Harold, sir.”

“That doesn’t sound like an orc name to me.  Did Maja name you?”

“Um, yeah.  She said it was funny to give me a human name.  I liked the sound of it.”

“Well, it definitely sounds odd.  Also, your accent is off for an orc. Where did you come from?”  The weapon master dragged a wooden stick against the ropes that held the targets, sending them off in random directions.

Harold had prepared this answer, “I was a pile of bones at the bottom of the dungeon they just crawled.  As for the accent, I can’t tell you.  I’m no mage, just an orc.”

The trainer grabbed the heavy bag and shoved it hard.  Harold saw it in the corner of his eye, rolled around the bag and hit a target by lunging. What he didn’t expect was the weaponmaster to attack him with the stick.

Thinking of three things at the same time proved too difficult, and the stout wood of the stave connected with his head with a crack.  Anger rose in his chest, but as he looked at the trainer, he saw that the man wasn’t laughing or smirking at him.

“I just wanted to see if you’re insanely good.  Turns out you’re just really good.  I’m glad, that means I can be of some service.”  He walked up to the orc and offered his hand, “The name's Keasy, Owen Keasy,  weaponmaster at Tigsford.”  Harold looked at the man’s hand, sidestepped the heavy bag, and then finally shook it.

“Now let’s get started teaching you how to fight hopeless battles.” He said with a wink.  The trainer pulled the orc away from the equipment and had him kneel  in the dusty ground a dozen feet away.  There, Keasy drew circles and crosses while laying out crude maps of dungeons.  After explaining where to expect attacks to come from in certain dungeon layouts, they were about to try some new exercises.

“Hey, Harry!”  the orc heard Ida yell from across the yard. “We need to introduce you to our new party member!”


Chapter 4

Ida and Harold walked down the corridor to the main hall in the adventurers' guild.  The auburn thief had grabbed his hand and was pulling him along.

“You wouldn’t believe our luck,” she said, beaming at him. “It turns out the healer is a full blooded elf!”

“Really!  The only non-humans I’ve seen so far here have been monsters.  Are they really as pretty as the storybooks say they are?”

“I guess so, even if their size is different.”

“Oh, right,”  Harold said.  He suspected that men in this world didn’t like shorter women.

“Now, Harry, Maja told me to tell you that you need to be on your best behavior.  Elves like formality, and it takes a while to build trust with them.  Don’t be overfamiliar with her like you’re with us. Say please and thank you, and call her Miss, got it?  And whatever you do, don’t get too close, elves are skittish.”

“Wow, that’s a lot.  Is she going to be a good fit?”

“Not only is she an A-ranked healer, but she is also trained in the elven sword and bow.  Miss Dialyth truly is an all-rounder.  We’re lucky to have her.”

“Why hasn’t anyone taken her on then?”

“She is asking for three full shares to our one.”

“Damn, that’s a lot.”

They turned the corner to see Maja and Sofia talking with someone at a rectangular table.  The female they were talking to had long black hair in braids, amethyst-colored eyes, and a soft smile.  She had long pointed ears that poked through her silken black hair.  Maja turned around and lit  up when she saw Harold.

“Ah, here is our fourth member, Miss Dialyth.  This is Harold we’ve been talking about.”

The elf smiled when she looked up, but the blood instantly drained from her face. She got up quickly, sending her chair sliding across the floor behind her.  Harold’s eyes widened, and he actually tilted his head slightly up.  The elf had a sturdy, toned frame and was six feet five inches tall if he had to guess.  He wasn’t worried about her height; he was worried about the fear and anger apparent on her face.

Harold pointed and said, “Ida, this isn’t an elf, she’s a giant! Ow!”  Ida landed a heel on his foot to make him silent.

Miss Dialyth drew a gleaming, thin saber and leveled it at Harold. “Everyone, get behind me!  I will slay this foul creature!”

Maja leaped between the elf and the orc and raised her hands to each. “Leofwen!  Lower your sword.  This orc is our fourth party member, Harold Lynnwold.  As you can see from his slave collar, he wouldn’t think of harming you or anyone in the guild.  Isn’t that right, Harry?”

Harold nodded and gave a thumbs-up. “I’m sorry, Miss Dialyth.  Where I’m from, elves are shorter than humans.  At least in the stories I’ve read.  I apologize for calling you a giant.”

“Harold, this is Leofwhen Dialyth. She’s a very skilled healer who is also trained to fight.”

Harold didn’t know what to do, so he bowed awkwardly and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss.”

Leofwen narrowed her eyes and stared for a moment.  Harold suspected she was looking for any sign that he was a threat.  She put her saber back in her scabbard and stood up straight.

Tilting her head, she said, “An orc who can speak the common tongue and has enough common sense to apologize. Now I have seen everything.  Maja, you should have said he was an orc; his name is deceptive.”

Maja lowered her hands, put them together, and faced the elf. “I knew if I told you up front, you would never have considered the position.  Please, give us a chance.”  Maja bowed. “Let’s all sit and have a drink.”

Sofia picked up Leofwhen’s chair and brought it to her.  The elf nodded and was the first to sit.

Ida elbowed the orc and said, “Harold, why don’t you and I go to the bar and pick up some ales for the party.  It’s not as good as the Bleating Lamb’s, but it's not bad.”

He followed her and caught up, “That could have gone better.”

Ida shrugged, “It's really not your fault or Maja’s fault.  Sometimes things just happen.”

The pair brought five ales back to the table and passed them out.  Harold made sure that Ida handed her ale to the elf, and he sat himself at the far corner away from her, next to Sofia.

“So Maja, any ideas for our next mission?”  he asked.

Maja nodded, “Even though you’ve had some experience in a dungeon, both of you.  I think it makes sense to try a lower difficulty mission to see how we all work as a team.  How does that sound?”  She looked around and took a sip from her ale.

Sofia said, “That makes sense to me.”  Under the table, she put a hand on the inside of Harold’s thigh. “I’d hate to get in over our heads and find out we aren’t that compatible.  I’ve picked up some new spells too that I’d like to try in a lower-risk situation.”

Ida pointed at Maja, “A shorter trip would be nice too.  I’d hate for Leofwhen to take a long trip for nothing.”

Harold shrugged, “I could go either way.  On the one hand, we would work out the kinks; on the other hand, I don’t want to be the reason you're all held back.  What do you think, Miss Dialyth?”

The elf raised an eyebrow. “I think an easier quest will build trust.  I think I need that.”

Maja rapped her knuckles on the table, “So it’s settled, an easy mission first, and then we’ll go for something to make money to go to Aggess.  Let’s go to the job board and see if there are any C-rank missions.”

They all got up and walked to the massive corkboard hung on the wall by the reception desk.  Missions on the left-hand side were covered in red ink, skulls, and coins.  Towards the far right were missions with far less description and hardly any red ink.  Maja walked to the middle of the board and looked around.

Sofia stood next to Harold and said, “Do you see anything you like?”

“Heh, this writing looks nothing like what I used at home.  I don’t think I can read this.”

“Oh!  That’s not a problem, I’ll teach you how to read.  It shouldn’t take too long to get the basics.”

He looked down at her and said, “Thanks, Sofia, that’s very kind of you.”

“Anytime, it may come in handy one day, and you’ll owe me one.”  She said, staring at the board and fiddling with her purple hair.

It was just then that the elf healer put a finger on a paper on the board.  “Here it is, this is the mission.”

Maja took up a place by Leofwen’s side and picked the parchment from the board. “New settlement on the frontier is in need of a party to search and destroy a band of raiders that have stolen livestock and killed farmers.  Villagers suspect that the radiers are ...”  Maja placed the note back on the board.  “Hey, Leofwen, why don’t we choose something else?  There are some nice escort missions that would work well.”

Harold frowned and walked over to the note, “Maja, what’s wrong with this mission?  Is it too challenging?”

Maja shook her head and then looked away, “No, it’s just that...”

“I think it’s a perfect mission for building trust,” Leofwen said with a smirk. “It’s close by, it’s a lower difficulty, what’s wrong with it?”

Maja furrowed her eyebrows. “Why don’t we drop it?”

“Sofia, could you help clear this up?  Now I’m curious what’s so bad about it.”

Sofia snatched the mission off the board before Maja could grab it.  Harold stepped in Maja’s way to prevent her from stopping Sofia from reading.

“The settlers think the raiders are orcs,”  Sofia covered her mouth.  “Miss Dialyth wants us to hunt and kill an orc raiding party.”

The elf folded her arms and smirked, “Well, Harold?  What do you think?”

“You don’t think I’d be able to kill one of my own kind?”

“I need to know whose side you're on,”  Leofwen said. She approached and looked down at him, “It’s well known orcs are nothing but evil barbarians who steal and kill for fun.”

Maja tried to intervene, but Harold raised a hand.  The hero held back.

“If you have a problem with who I am because of my species, I have a hard time believing that a single mission is going to convince you that I can be trusted.”  He stepped in close and sniffed, “Is that fear I smell on you?”

The raven-haired elf blushed, and her eyes flashed, “I’m not afraid of you, or any green monster.  Here’s my ultimatum.  We take this mission, or I’m walking.”

“Boss,” he said, looking at Maja. “Is this elf our best option?  Will having her be a member of the party really help you?”

Maja grit her teeth and then nodded, “She’s one of the best healers on the frontier.  We can make do without her, but it's the right choice to at least try.”

Harold took a deep breath and put his hands together.  Cracking his knuckles, he said, “Looks like we’ll be killing orcs.  Leffy, I’ll be keeping an eye out for missions where elves are the baddies.  Sauce for the goose, right?”

“Good luck trying to find bad elves, Mr. Lynnwold.”  She was still seething. “And only friends call me Leffy.”


Chapter 5

That night, the party had dinner at the Bleating Lamb.  Harold had wanted to talk with Maja and see how she felt about Leofwen, but she spent most of her time chatting with the tall elf.  Leofwen would glare at him, so after  a couple of failed attempts, he decided to talk more when the time was right.

Sofia tapped his arm, “Harold, you said you came from a world called Boston?”  Her pale skin was now rosy after drinking more tonight than he had noticed the day before. “What was your life like in Boston?”

Harold laughed, “The world’s name was Earth, Boston was just a city.  It’s a big one, about four million people.  The country had about 300 million people.”

Sofia giggled, “A city with four million people?!  Impossible.  What did you do there?  Were you a warrior?”

“Boston is a relatively safe place, not like the frontier.  The training I did was mostly for fun.  I worked with electricity, a power source there.  I would run metal wiring through houses so there would be heat, light, and a thousand other things.  The wires would be like pipes for the electrical energy.”

“So it was a world filled with magic?”

“Yeah, I guess you could say that.  I only know about electricity, but I’d be damned if I knew how most of the things worked back on earth; it might as well be magic.  You’re much smarter than I am.  You can bring magic wherever you go in that little leather book you have.  I’m kind of jealous.”

Sofia blushed deeply, “Maybe once you learn how to read properly, I could teach you a spell or two.  I doubt you have a lot of mana potential, but it’s still possible to cast a small spell once a day.  But only if you’re interested.  There’s a lot of free time at night, you know.”

Harold put a hand on Sofia’s shoulder, “I can’t believe how sweet you are.  I would love to learn from you.”

“Well, there’s a lot I’d like to learn from you, Harry.” She downed the rest of her drink and continued. “Harold, would you please... never mind.”

“Come on, Sofia, you’re going to be teaching me so much.  Is there anything I could do for you?”

She shut her eyes tight and said in a rush, “Harold, can I please sit in your lap!?”

The orc slapped his leg and burst into laughter.

“What!?  Don’t make fun of me!”

“I’m not! It’s just that you’re so cute sometimes.  I didn’t expect an intelligent mage like you could be that cute.  Sure, you can sit on my lap anytime.  Just ask!”

Sofia pouted, but still got up and hopped up on the orc’s lap.  She put her hands in her lap and looked down.  Harold looked at her.  Sofia was the shortest of the group, but he could tell that under her mage robe, she had a nice figure.  He wrapped his arm around her back and put his other hand on hers.

Ida walked over to them and said to Sofia, “See, I told you he’s a softie.  Are you sure you don’t want me to be in the suite as a guide for you two tonight?”

“Go away, Ida!”  Sofia whispered.

“Well, I’m definitely going to call on you next, Harold.  Maja’s going to get punched if she tries something to get in my way.”

Harold laughed as Ida patted his cheek and walked off to Maja and Leofwen.  He looked at Maja and saw that she seemed uneasy, avoiding even looking in his direction. 

“Harold?  What is it?”  Sofia said, snapping out of his thoughts.

“What did Ida mean when she said she wanted to be a guide?  I thought you were married.”

Sofia wrapped her arms around his neck and spoke softly in his ear, “I am, but it’s complicated.  My marriage was arranged by my parents.  When Palan and I got married, we didn’t consummate on the wedding night.  I thought it was just something that would resolve itself  the next day.  But then it became a month.  When I talked to him about it, he said he was under stress, and he would try.  The next day, Maja asked me to be a member of her party.  When Palan found out, I saw the relief on his face.  That night, I cried more than I ever had before.”

“Sofia, you deserve a love so much better than that.  He shouldn’t have put you through that.”  He held her as he rose from his chair.  He looked at the party and said, “Sorry, ladies, but Sofia and I will be retiring for the night.”

While Maja’s mouth dropped, Ida yelled out, “My offer still stands, Sofia!”

“Screw off, Ida, or I’ll blast you!”  She lifted a finger, and a flame shot from the tip.  Ida screamed and ducked under the table, making Maja and Leofwen snigger.

...

Harold put Sofia on the bed in the honeymoon suite and sat on the bed next to her.  “Would you like me to light a taper or would you prefer the dark?”

“Just kiss me, Harold, that’s what I want,” she replied softly.

He leaned over her and kissed her.  Sofia put her hands on his upper arms and held him in place while she kissed him back.  His thick fingers moved to the front of her robe and unbuttoned it.  Peeling the wool away, Harold could see the mage’s small clothes.  Also, he saw Sofia biting her lip and looking in all directions, trying to catch a glimpse of him,  even though it was completely dark for her.

Harold snuck a hand behind her back and lifted her.  He pulled her top off and also folded her mage’s robe and set it on the side table.

He put her back onto the bed and set down a series of soft kisses on her chest, saying.  “Even in the dark, I can see you have a beautiful body, Sofia.”  He licked one of her breasts while he gripped her bloomers by her waist and started to pull them down. 

Sofia reacted with a soft moan and started to run her hands through his hair, adding pressure to his kisses.  She squirmed and slowly kicked her legs, knowing she was naked and alone with a massive orc.

“Harold, please.  I wondered if we could go easy the first time?  I heard orcs can be rough.”

“I’ll make sure you’re well taken care of, Sofia, don’t worry.”  He gave her one last kiss on the mouth before he slid to the end of the bed.  There, he kissed the front of her thighs.  Sofia reached out, grabbed his rough hands, and held them tightly.

“What are you going to do, Harold?”

“I’m going to make you feel good before we think about me.  You’re going to be well lubricated before I get started.  If you spread your legs, I can kiss you down here.”

“But that’s dirty!”

“You look pristine down here, and from what I can tell, it’s begging to be kissed.”

Sofia gulped and then spread her knees apart.  Harold stuck out his purple tongue and gave her entire pair of pussy lips long wet strokes.  The mage gripped his hands harder and sighed.  Hearing her pleasure, he pointed his tongue and sought out her clitoris, and soon found the tiny bean was hard at the top of her vulva.

“What are you doing!? Ahh!”

“That’s your clitoris, Sofia. Do you like me licking it?”

“Yes!  Oh, Harold!”  Sofia turned her head to the side and spread her legs wider.

Harold continued to trace figure eights on top of Sofia’s love button, but as he did so, he found that his tongue could lengthen and become narrow.  Perhaps it was just a different physiology that he had discovered about his tongue.  He lowered his mouth and stuck out his tongue.  The muscle delved  inside her, pushing her labia minora apart, acting like a short tentacle.  He felt a thin flap of flesh as he penetrated her with his cunnilingus.  Pushing past it, it broke, and he tasted something metallic, like when you bite your own cheek.  The orc stopped when he stopped sensing the soft flesh of the vatinal walls and felt the smooth, rubbery surface of her cervix.

The mage yelped, “Ghahhh!  What’s happening?”

Harold moved his hand up to her face and cupped her cheek while at the same time tracing around her cervix with his long tongue.  Her reaction was immediate, and she pushed her face into his hand and sought out his thumb, taking it into her mouth.   She sucked hard and started to grind her pelvis on the orc’s face.

“An orc is fucking me with his tongue! I can feel you press against my insides!”

Remembering female anatomy, he curved his tongue to press against the roof of her vagina, seeking out her G-spot.  The soft wrinkled area swelled after he pressed on it.  His last attempt to further stimulate her made him release her hand and grab her firm breast, massaging it.  He had a hard time thinking of more touching that didn’t require extra appendages.

“What are you touching inside me!?  What?  Gyahhhh!!!”

Sofia flew headlong into a convulsive orgasm, straining against the orc’s arms and torso.  Her moans were desperate as waves of pleasure tested her sanity.  It was only when her body stopped trying to thrash that Harold started to pull him self away from Sofia’s vagina.

He got on all fours and watched his new lover twitch.  He said, “You look so hot right now.”

Sofia had a hard time saying anything, resorting to reaching up and weakly trying to pull him down onto her.  Rather than crush her, he fell to her side and scooped her up in an embrace.  The petite mage then clung to him, still occasionally quivering.

Sofia panted but managed to say, “I have to make Harold feel good, too. And I need him inside of me.”

He pulled her off him, got up, and finally undressed himself.  “The look on your face and the sounds you make drive me wild, Sofia.  I want you.”

“I want you too, Harold.”

He got back on the bed and rolled her onto her back.  The young woman spread her legs and ran her hands over as much of Harold’s body as she could, trying to feel every hill and valley created by his muscular physique.  The orc pushed his cock up against her wet vulva and pushed inside.  Sofia’s tight pussy pushed Harold’s foreskin back as the member pushed inside. 

“Orc cock!  I’m being penetrated by a monster!”

“Do you want me to stop?”

“No!  Take me, you beast!  Claim my pussy for your own.”

Harold growled and pushed until he felt that he was at the back of her canal.  The orc took his time and fucked her slowly until he felt his entire pecker was soaked with her love juice. 

“Sofia, you’re so tight!”

“Mmmph, I think...I think you can move faster.”

The orc started to piston his cock inside her virgin pussy.  Putting a hand under her head, he maintained eye contact with the girl.  His size and strength made her try to spread as wide as she could. 

“Push it in, Harold!  I want all of it.”

Obeying her wishes, Harold pushed until his balls touched her.  She let out a wail and dug her fingernails into his back.  The girl arched her back as purple cock meat occupied her insides.

He squeezed his buttocks on every thrust now, and her body adjusted and stretched to accommodate him.  Her eyes became heavy, and she left her mouth open.  Harold put his mouth on hers and then pushed his tongue down her throat.  He gave her just enough time to breathe between his tongue going in.  The mage was now having her throat and pussy stretched every second.  She successfully resisted her gag reflex and let herself be penetrated.  Her mind focused on the pleasure.  Something was building up inside of her, just like before, when his face was between her legs.

She could feel him get faster and rougher with her; slow strokes became firm and swift penetrations that mashed his knob against her cervix.  Sofia didn’t want to resist; she wanted to fully submit to the monster.  The girl wanted to be filled up.

Harold pulled his tongue out of Sofia’s throat and put his face into her pillow by the side of her head.  The girl now moaned continuously with desperate, high-pitched squeaks.”

“Fuck me, Harold!  Fuck my virgin pussy!  Make me cum!”

“Damn it, Sofia!  You keep this up, I won’t hold back!”

“Do it!”

Harold reached down and grabbed both of her soft buttocks.  He gripped and then thrust while he pushed her onto his dong.  This was unrestrained rutting.  Sofia started to cum again, and the moans went silent as her brain stopped working.  Every sound she tried to make was caught in her throat as another pounding hit her.

Harold felt his scrotum push his balls close to his shaft, and he roared as Sofia’s tight pussy pushed him to orgasm.  Harold shoved his face into the pillow and roared. Her stretched canal provided no possible place for his spunk to go, so it shot out of her in an instant as he continued to pound her.  The wand tattoo on her belly glowed, and she could feel power ripple through her like pins and needles along her skin.

The orc frowned when his dick pulsed his last bit of sperm into her; he was still hard.

“Sofie, how are you doing?”

“Mmmmph, so good.”

“Are you ready for another round?”

“Wait, what?!”  She groaned, “Why did you say that?  Now I want more!”

Harold went to the head of the bed and rested his back on the headboard, then he hooked his hands under Sofia’s armpits and pulled her up.  He moved one of her legs over his body.  Sofia could see where he was going with this, and held her creampied cunt right above his dong by putting her hands on his quadriceps and facing the end of the bed.

He held her by the hips and slowly lowered her down onto him until he was bottomed out.  She was riding cowgirl, but her back was against his chest.

Whispering into her ear from behind, he said, “I’m going to do my best to protect you, Sofia.  I won’t let anyone touch you.”

“Yes, Harold, please keep me safe.”

Sofia was fully impaled on a purple orc penis.  Harold used one hand to pinch her nipples and the other hand to rub her clit.  She cried out as she was stuffed and stimulated.

“Do you think Palan would make you feel this good?”

“Ghaaa!”  Sofia crunched her abs, and Harold felt his fingers get splashed from a squirting orgasm.

“Ah, someone likes the thought of betraying their husband.  I’ll tell you this: he didn’t deserve you, Sofia.  Neither do I,”  He began to fuck her by rocking his hips upward.

“I love the way you fuck me, Harold.  I wish I could have you every day.”

Harold stopped rubbing her pussy and simply wrapped both arms around her and held her tight while he lifted and dropped her onto him.  “I’m sorry that the situation is the way it is, Sofia.  I’ll try to be as good as I can to you.  If there’s anything you want to do with me, just ask.”

“Just hold me tight and fill me up as much as you can.  I want to see how powerful you can make me.”

He smirked, “It would be my pleasure.”  He reached up and covered her mouth while he started to fuck her furiously one more time.  The orc didn’t want to keep his neighbors up.


Chapter 6

Leofwen Dialyth did not sleep that night.  She didn’t sleep because that purple-headed mage kept moaning as that monster put his seed in her for most of the night.  Over the course of the night, shock and disgust morphed into curiosity.  The girl made so much noise, but clearly didn’t seem in any danger.  If she had cried out for help, Leofwen would have been the first to knock down his door and jam her silver sword in his neck, but her words spoke of pleasure and surrender.

Her fingers were inches away from her honeypot when the morning came.  She cursed the rooster who announced the sun's arrival and put on her healer’s garb.  The elf’s garments were kept pristine white by an enchantment a priestess had put on them years ago.  By the time she was fully ready, her stomach was growling.  Elves, despite their long lives, had fast metabolisms for their large bodies.  The lady needed food.

The tall blonde walked down the stairs to the dining room with plodding steps.  Down there, she found Maja, Ida, Sofia, and the monster already eating.  Sofia, the girl who spent most of the night screaming the monster’s name, was sitting so close to him that the monster had to eat with one hand and keep the other arm wrapped around the mage's back.  The elf looked and saw that Sofia couldn’t be happier.  Maja and Ida were also smiling and close, but were letting Sofia have her moment.  Leofwen groaned internally.

Maja turned when she heard her step into the dining room and pointed to a bowl filled with steaming porridge and a loaf of bread.  “Morning, Miss. Dialyth, tea should be out shortly. Here’s your breakfast.”

“Thank you, captain. Good morning everyone, I hope you’re well rested.”

Sofia giggled, covering her mouth with a hand.  Maja smiled apologetically, and Ida just smirked.

Maja pointed a finger at the ceiling and said, “Now that we’re all here, I’d like to discuss how we’re going to Scaggleton, that border settlement.  I think we’re going to need to hire four horses.”

“Only four?”  Leofwen heard the orc say, “There are five of us.”

Maja put up her hands and said, “The problem is, orcs are just too big for horses around here.”  Leofwhen saw Maja glance in her direction but say nothing.

“Elven steeds are large enough to carry me, but they are rare along the frontier.” She said.  “Are we using the fourth horse to carry my and the orc’s gear?”

Maja winced, “I think a cart would actually be better.  We might even be able to get by with just three horses.”

Leofwen felt her stomach drop. “You’re expecting me to ride in a wagon with that thing?”

Ida sighed and said, “The road to Scaggleton is rough.  We need everyone to be fresh upon arrival.  Harold, you won’t do anything creepy in the cart, right?  I can drive it and whip him with the crop if he acts up.”

“Don’t worry about punishments, Ida,” the elf said. “I can handle that all by myself.  Fine, he and I will ride in the cart, and we’ll take three horses.”

The elf saw everyone breathe a sigh of relief, which made her feel a twinge of anger.  She was stunned that they couldn’t see that she was trying to protect them.

...

The road to Scaggleton was very rough indeed.  Just cut through the wilderness only a few years ago, there had not been enough time for the tree stumps in the road to rot.  Leofwen lowered the impact on her butt by sitting on her bedroll.  She saw that Harold had followed suit.

When she looked at him sitting on the other side of the cart, she couldn’t help but sneer at him.  For decades, as she was growing up, her parents warned her about the dangers posed by their sworn enemies, the orcs.  They would explain how they would kill and steal, and how they would kidnap lady elves to breed more.

Her father had told her a thousand times to stay away from them, and now she was sitting in a wagon on a long trip to a stronghold of those green bastards. 

She sniffed; the elf couldn’t get his odor out of her nostrils.  It was a musky smell with hints of peat and earth.  If it weren’t from such a disgusting source, she would have said it was actually a pleasant smell.  Something tingled in her gut, and she shook her head, cursing herself.  The elf got angrier at the girls for accepting him into the party and into their beds.

The creature was holding a tome of heroes written in Common.    He had worked with Sofia to write out some cipher between letters he understood and the common alphabet.  She would watch Harold try to read a sentence and then have to go back to his cheat sheet.  Before too long, he tucked the book into his pack and looked back down the road behind them.

Leofwen asked, “Does reading tax your mind, orc?”

“Not really, I just get car sick easily.  The motion gives me headaches and nausea. But yeah, I didn’t read that much.  That may change now that it’s one of the few forms of entertainment.”

“What, is pillaging not good enough for you?”  She said with a smirk.

Leofwen smiled in triumph as she observed the orc finally show anger.

“What is your problem, Leofwen?  I haven’t done a single thing to you.  I get that elves and orcs hate each other, and that orcs do a lot of evil things.  I’m not them.  Don’t tar me with the same brush.”

“You may speak like a human, and have a human name, but their blood runs through your veins.  It’s only a matter of time before your lies are exposed.  I only hope I can stop you before you do too much damage.”

Harold folded his arms and glared, “If elves are so great, why aren’t you still with them, Leofwen?”

The elf opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She closed her eyes and looked into the forest.

“Oh?  Did I ask the right question?”  Harold asked.

“Shut up, scum.”

Ida looked over her shoulder and interrupted, saying, “I think it's time we took a break with the insults.  You’re insulting my future boyfriend.”

“I’m sorry, Ida.  We’ll see his true colors soon enough.  There will be no need to argue after that.”

The orc and the elf stared at each other as the cart rumbled on its way to Scaggleton.

...

The elf’s ears perked up while she stared at the roaring campfire.  Before the first watch began, Ida had made some weak excuse to ask for Harold’s help in gathering firewood.  They had walked off, and while Maja and Sofia didn't look like they heard anything, Leofwen’s keen hearing picked up exactly what they were up to.

Maja was setting some skewered trout around the fire when she turned to Leofwhen and said, “So day one in the cart with the monster didn’t lead to bloodshed, Miss Dialyth.  I’d say it’s a smashing success.” 

“If you only needed the orc for the last mission, why didn’t you get rid of him?  You could have gotten another warrior.”

Sofia turned and faced Leofwen, “What do you mean, get rid of him?”

“You summoned him from a bag of bones, mage.  He’s a monster.  Heroes like us kill monsters.”

Maja stood and walked to the elf, “Harold has a good soul, Miss.  He gave no sign of being evil in any way since the first moment the flesh returned to his bones until today.  On top of that, he’s got a slave collar that we could use if he threatened anyone.”

Sofia pointed at Leofwen, “Don’t you dare harm him, Miss Dialyth.  Killing him would be like killing any man.  He’s our responsibility now.”

Leofwen poked the fire with a stick. “He may be your responsibility, but why do you lie with him.  It’s not right, it’s unnatural.”

“No, it's not!”  Sofia yelled. “Don’t speak of him like that!  You know nothing about him!”

Maja clenched her fists, “He may seem like a bloodthirsty barbarian on the outside, Miss, but he couldn’t be more different on the inside.  You just need to give him a chance.  Just close your eyes, and you can hear he’s a man just from his voice.”

“Just because he’s nice doesn’t mean you should share him as you do.  Ida is currently copulating with him.  I can hear her.”

Maja stiffened before saying, “You may be able to control your libido over many years, elf, but humans get lonely.  It also came to be that we acquired magic ink, and the enchanted tattoos give us power in exchange for being with Harold.”

“So you sacrifice your dignity for an edge in combat?  Is that it?”

With the sound of metal unsheathed, the elf felt a cold edge against her throat, with Maja staring right into her eyes.  “That is the last time you speak ill of any member of my party again, elf.  I was going to let your conceit slide, hoping it would fade as you spent time in the group.  You’ve been spiteful the whole time.  If you don’t turn this behavior around, we’ll drop you.  This is your last warning.”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“Try me.  And don’t think I won’t put in a report with the guild about your behavior.”  Maja stood up and stuffed her dagger back in her boot.

The elf’s eyes shimmered as she had to suffer the insult while also hearing Ida in the throes of a screaming orgasm.  She stood up and looked down at the hero and the mage and said, “I’m not hungry anymore. I’ll sleep over there. Come grab me when my watch comes up.  Good night.”

She stormed off and brought her bedrool with her.


Chapter 7

After three days of travel, the narrow road exited the forest and passed through a large clearing being prepared for cultivation.  Maja was the first to see the settlement.  Scaggleton was a cluster of houses arranged in a circle around a central village green, with the entire settlement surrounded by a palisade.  When the party approached, the gate opened, and a squat, chubby man ran out to meet them.  He ran so fast that he had to hold his wide straw hat on his head.

“Heroes!  Heroes!  Thank the gods you’ve come!  I am Kenneth Spog.  We thought we were done for!”

Maja rode to him and looked down from her horse, “I am Captain Maja.  Tell us what’s happened since you put up your guild request.  Have the raiders attacked yet?”

“No, but several villagers have gone missing, almost a tenth of the village is gone.  We don’t know if they’re dead or not.  Half of our livestock has been stolen, and we suspect they have been killed.  We hear terrible sounds at night, my lady.”  He started to walk backwards while continuing to talk.  “All this started three months ago when we started seeing footprints in the ploughed fields.”

Leofwen leapt out of the cart and walked to him.  “Footprints?  Why would footprints be of any alarm?  You could have made them.”

“They were bigger prints than most men, lady elf.  And none of us goes unshod.  You get sick if you walk through mud without boots.”    He smiled and bowed, “Please come inside the gates, you must rest for a while first.”

Maja raised a hand, “Before we enter, we need to warn you, one of the party is an orc.”

“What!?”  Kenneth stumbled and fell on his back. “That can’t be! Monsters can’t be in adventuring parties!”

“Well, I’m definitely in this party, and as far as I can tell, my skin is green,”  Harold said as he hopped off the back of the cart and walked to the farmer.  He put his palm out and said, “Need a hand?”

...

The party sat in Kenneth Spog’s main room, drinking cups of small beer while Kenneth and the other village elders told them what they knew about what they were up against.

“Do you have any idea of how many of these raiders there are, Kenneth?”  Maja asked. 

The man shrugged, “The one tracker we had was the first to go missing.  He was a good fighter, too.  After he was gone, we sent a man to post the job in Tigsford.”

A rail-thin man who kept twisting his long mustache nodded, “We thought no one was out here, only beasts.”

Maja put her palms up on the table, “If you’re going to keep a frontier settlement going, you’re going to need to work in groups of at least five or more outside of the palisade.  The men will also have to practice archery every weekend.  If you don’t, you’ll have to move back to at least Tigsford, if not further south.”

Kenneth thumped the table, “But this is the only place with free land!  The marquiss himself gave us the rights to settle here.”

Ida frowned, “I don’t see any knights out here.  I don’t see the lords protection.  He may only begin showing up when you produce enough wealth to tax.  On the frontier, you have to fend for yourselves, or you’re dead.”

Maja nodded, “Ida is right, we can help eliminate the raiders, but a safe village is your responsibility.”

Kenned nodded, “I guess you’re right, we’ll put out the word for the new rules tomorrow after I meet with the rest of the village council.”

“Master Spog!  Master Spog!”  A young man with large ears burst into the room, gasping. “Mrs. Querril’s been kidnapped!  We heard her scream as she was being taken into the forest!”

Maja looked to the party, “Let’s get our gear, this might be our only chance of finding their hideout.”

After they suited up, the man with the large ears led the group to a spot at the edge of cultivated land around the settlement.

“This was the last spot we saw her; she was picking fiddleheads in the forest before the scream.  We found the basket there.”  He pointed to a boulder with a tree growing through it.

Harold picked up the basket and could faintly smell the woman. 

Ida examined the ground, then looked into the underbrush.  “Whoever they are, they’re sloppy.  You can see the broken branches as they carried her off.  I’ll bet you a silver coin there’s a game trail not far off in that direction.”

Sofia looked down at the upended wicker basket, “Could it be a trap to lure us out there?”

Maja laughed, “If they want to spring a trap, then that’s good for us.  If we can’t handle a bunch of orcs by now, we shouldn’t be out here.  No offence, Harold.”

Harold grunted and then said, “None taken.” 

Maja pointed to the big-eared peasant.  “Do you know of any water sources in that direction?”

He replied, “That leads to a stream that flows west.  We never did see where it ended.”

“Tell Mr. Spog we started tracking them.  We may not be back for a few nights.  Tell him to start the training and new rules as soon as possible,” she said.  She then turned to her party and continued, “Right, let's see how close those bastards are.  Let’s form up.  Harold, you’re with me.  Ida, you’re in the back.”

The party did find a game trail by following the torn underbrush, and Ida pointed west, saying. “Looks like that stream might be where the raiders are going.  Harold, look for snapped twigs like this on the side of the trail.  Orcs are too big for these narrow paths.  Loefwen, I’m sure you have the best hearing, so let us know if you hear any signs of them or the river.”

Harold paid attention to his surroundings as the party marched along the game trail.  The forests of the northern frontier seemed to be ancient.  Thick trunks of dead trees stood like towers among the living.  The tree canopy was so high up it felt like a cathedral ceiling, with a thousand lights breaking through the thick layer of leaves.  The bird song was as alien as it was beautiful.

After a few hours of marching, Harold sniffed the air and tapped Maja on the shoulder. “I smell smoke, Captain.  The wind is coming at us.”

Maja looked at the elf.  “Do you hear anything?”

Leofwen’s ears twitched. “I was going to say something, I’m starting to hear whitewater.  It’s going to mask any of their noise until we get closer.”

The hero looked at the terrain and said, “I think it makes sense to get off the trail.  This is leading down into a valley, and I want to be on higher ground if we can.”

The undergrowth was not that high, being composed of ferns and knee-high bushes.  The terrain started to rise as they continued, and soon the trees petered out, showing they were at the top of a ridge overlooking a deep valley.

“Get down!”  Maja hissed.  “There, look, on that promotory.”

Sofia squinted, “What?  That pile of rubble?”

“That’s a ruined fort,”  Maja said grimly. “There’s your smoke, Harold.  Good job, people!”

Ida crawled to Maja, “So now we found them, what do we do?  Forts aren’t easy to get into, that’s kind of the point.”

Sofia pointed down the valley.  “That place has to have a source of water.  I bet there’s a spring somewhere down the slope.  The builders likely blocked it off and drilled a well into it from the fort.  Seeing the state of the fort, I bet whatever they used to block the spring has also fallen into disrepair.”

The party crept around the ruins, staying in the trees, and eventually began descending the slope toward where Sofia thought the spring would be.  It took some time, and the sun was just casting its last rays down the path of the valley.

“Stop,”  Leofwhen said. “I smell them.  They’re close.”

“Are you smelling me?”

“You, sir, don’t smell like a brute who hasn’t taken a bath in a year,” the elf said with a smirk.  “Why didn’t you smell them?”

“I’m just getting used to this, Miss.”  Harold poked his nose.  “You’re right, I do smell it now.  Thank you.  I’ll have to remember it.  We’re lucky we’re downwind from them, or we would be discovered.”

Maja put her hand out, palm down and waved it up and down. “Let’s stay quiet from now on, only whispers. Ida, go up ahead a ways and see if you can spot them. I think I hear water, perhaps it's the spring.”

Ida got up and walked hunched over, darting from tree to tree, barely making a sound as she went out of sight.  Seven minutes later, she returned with a frown on her face.

She looked at everyone in the party and said, “I see the spring, it's a tiny cave with a waterfall.  The bad news is that there are two orcs guarding it.  They’re not that dumb.”

Maja shrugged, “This may be a good thing.  Instead of a vertical well, there might be a tunnel up to the fort.  I doubt they’d want to walk up and down this slope to guard a cave that goes nowhere.”

“How do we get past them without them sounding an alert?”

Harold raised his hand, “Isn’t it obvious?”

...

Harold stumbled through the twilight wearing his old loincloth and his new boots.  Emerging from the undergrowth, he saw a cave with water flowing out of it and down the side of the valley.  Next to it was a small area with a fire ring and two green men holding spears and sitting on their asses.  The odor that the elf mentioned was now intense.

The orcs turned and looked his way, but instead of standing up, one looked back at the fire, and the other blew his nose into the dirt.

Harold squinted his eyes and kept approaching.  He expected them to challenge him, but none came.  When he came within ten feet, the orc closest to him got up lazily and looked up at him.

The guard scratched his face and said. “Oooth gol brek.  Malx.”

Harold replied, “Malx.”

The orc furrowed his brow and frowned. “Oooth!  Neh Bari!  Malx carrok!”

“Malx carrok.”  Harold replied, not knowing what he was saying.

The sitting orc started to laugh at his colleague.

“Gah!”  The orc raged and lowered his spear at Harold.  He lunged with the weapon, and Harold sidestepped and grabbed the haft of the orc’s weapon and pulled, sending him tumbling forward.  He let go of the spear and made a knife-edge with his hand and chopped the orc in the throat.  He felt the orc’s windpipe snap, and he grabbed his throat while he collapsed.

The other orc was reaching for a stick and a gong lying against the side of the cave when Ida emerged from the darkness and pounced on the orc’s back.  He tried to reach back to get her, but he soon found himself cold as the thief jammed a dagger in the orc’s neck.  Blood sprayed into the spring’s flowing water.  She moved to the first orc, who was gasping and gurgling, and finished what Harold had started.

Ida looked at Harold and said, “I didn’t know you spoke orcish?”

“I don’t.  All I know is that if you parrot someone long enough, they’ll want to punch you in the face.  I think he had a short fuse.”


Chapter 8

The well for the orc’s stronghold was cut into the rock, and a spiral staircase was carved around it, spiraling up into the darkness.  Each member held onto the shoulder of the member in front of them, with Harold at the front looking with his night vision.  Every once in a while, someone would slip on the slimy, wet rock of the steps as they climbed.  While Harold, Sofia, and Ida were relatively quiet, Maja and Leofwen’s armor meant they needed to move slowly to avoid making too much noise.

Harold knew he had reached the top when the stairs diverged from the well’s shaft.  Getting to the first floor of the fort, he had a look around.  In every direction he looked, he saw that the walls were in disrepair.  He wondered how anything here was still standing.  He heard some gruff talking in one direction.

He got close to Maja’s ear and whispered, “There are hallways going everywhere; we might be in the center of the building, but I hear voices in that direction.”

Maja nodded, saying, “Then we will go that way.  Miss Dialyth, take point with Harold since you both have night vision.  Once the fight breaks out, I’ll activate the light crystal.  Since none of us talks orcish, I don’t see the point in taking prisoners.”

Harold asked, “What if they have hostages?”

Maja shook her head, “Party safety first, Harold.  When there are standoffs, monsters will try to buy time while they encircle you and get you from behind.  If they don’t surrender immediately, I expect every one of us to do whatever it takes to avoid capture.  Attack them.  Some things are worse than death.”

Harold nodded and waved the elf over.  She was already getting her bow ready.  The orc hung his mace on his belt and held his spear ready.  They inched down the rubble-strewn hallway, moving towards the orcish conversation.  They came to an open entrance with an orange, flickering light emanating from it, illuminating the opposite wall.  Harold poked his head around the wall and found four orcs rummaging through a pile of clothing and other items.  He held up four fingers behind him and felt a pat of acknowledgment on his shoulder.

“You two go in and find some cover.  Leofwen, keep them pinned down with your arrows.  Harold, I expect you to close the distance when safe.  We’ll be coming in once we hear them.”

The elf and the orc nodded to each other and sprinted inside. Seeing a pile of rocks, they both dived behind it.  The tall elf nocked an arrow and loosed it, hitting an orc in the side.  He roared and looked around, trying to find the shooter.  He yelled a command, and one orc sprinted to what looked like a rope on the ground.

Harold pointed and said, “Shoot that one!” 

The elf let an arrow fly, but instead of hitting him in the neck or head, the arrow lodged into the muscle of his shoulder.  He yelped in pain but kept running until he got to the rope.  He yanked it taut, and the two heroes saw that it was attached to one side of the door frame.  A moment later, the entrance they just came through was filled with rubble as the post was yanked free.

“Shit!  We’re on our own!  I’ll attack, stay here, and use the bow.”

“You’re not my boss, orc.”

Harold ignored the elf and launched himself across the room with his spear in both hands.  The orc who had caused the collapse looked at him with a smile until Harold jammed six inches of spear tip into his eye socket.  Harold saw that the other two orcs saw him and yelled at him, throwing stones that he was able to dodge easily.  Every few moments, he would hear the whizz of an arrow before hearing an impact.  The orcs couldn’t do much with the elf pinning them down.

Harold ran along the far wall to come up behind them.  Thinking he had the drop on them, he ran into the piles of rubble where they were hiding.  He saw a green hand grasp his spear and pull hard.  Rather than being sent off balance, he let go and grabbed the mace on his belt.

The two orcs there drew their shortswords and attacked with wide, telegraphed swings.  He was able to duck under the orc who stole his spear and swing his mace into the green monster’s knee.  The orc’s leg snapped and bent in an unnatural direction, and he squealed in pain.  This gave the other enough time to thrust and stab Harold in the back of the shoulder.  The hero grunted in pain, and he could feel his bloodlust take over.  Harold cocked back his arm and brought the mace down on the orc who had his arms raised in defence.  The mace tore the green skin and snapped the orc’s wrist.  Not waiting, he brought down a few more blows on the monster until he saw him spasm before lying dead.

Turning around, he saw the first orc try to crawl to the last open door the chamber had.  Picking up his spear, he stood over his enemy and thrust the weapon in his back.

“Harold!” He heard the elf scream.  He looked over at her and found her arm had a crudely fletched arrow sticking out of it, and she was lying on the ground. A burly orc with a club was jogging toward her with the club raised above his head. 

“No!”  Harold yelled and ran directly at the towering monster. He felt the searing pain of an arrow dig into his thigh, and he stumbled before aiming his spear point at the base of the wielding orc’s skull.  His aim was true, and with a quick thrust, the orc fell a few feet in front of the elf.

Harold snapped the shaft of the arrow off and stood his ground in front of Leofwen.  The raven-haired elf looked up and heard him make a war cry before rushing at a group of five orcs.  With lightning-quick reactions, Harold was able to dodge their attacks while hitting them with the spear point on their hands and wrists.  The one archer had pulled back on his bow a bit too slowly, and Harold threw his spear like a javelin. It caved in the orc’s chest and sent him flying.  Having no long-range weapon, he went and grabbed his mace again and rushed in swinging.

“Harold, there are too many!”  Leofwen yelled out. She saw him whirl his mace in all directions while also getting in kicks when the opportunity revealed itself.  Time seemed to slow as she saw him risk his life against four enraged orcs.  Harold bashed in one orc’s skull and then punched another in the jaw, sending it at a right angle to the side.  The two orcs he couldn’t see slashed him on the back with brutal scimitars.  Blood flowed down his back as he wheeled around and sent his mace into one’s side.  Leofwen saw the flanges of the weapon sink deep into the orc before it went flying into a wall and slid down dead.  Blood poured from Harold, and he sank to one knee.  The final orc chuckled and switched grips on his shortsword in order to stab down with both hands.

Leofwen felt helpless as she saw the orc bring down his blade on her comrade.  As it descended, she saw a ball of light rip across the room from the doorway and hit him.  When the sparks died away, the orc was missing both arms.  It stepped back and then fell, succumbing to shock.

“Harold!”  Sofia ran to Harold, “Oh gods, you’re bleeding badly.  Where’s Dialyth?”  Maja and Ida were not far behind, had their weapons drawn, and were looking into the corners for any remaining thread.  Maja stabbed the orc with the dislocated jaw while he was unconscious on the ground.

Leofwen saw Harold point in her direction.  She called out, “I’m here, bring me to him.”  Ida and Maja picked her up and carried her to Harold.

Sofia said, “Do something!”

“Right,”  the elf said, nodding.  She placed her hands directly on his wounded back and muttered a prayer in elvish.  Energy flowed from her heart, through her hands, and soon the blood was stanched.  She then moved to his arrow wound and held the remains of the shaft firmly.  Praying again while pulling, the wound glowed, and the arrow slid out.  Only a few drips of blood came out before the wound was healed over.

“Leofwen!  It’s a miracle!  You saved my life, thank you!”  Harold said, touching his back.

“We’re even then.  And my name’s Leffy, alright?”  She laughed and then winced as she brought her attention to her own wound.


Chapter 9

The party rested briefly and looted the corpses for coins.  The pile of clothing and items was mostly men's clothing and farm implements.

“Let’s hope they’re holding the villagers on the upper floor,”  Harold said as he tossed a man’s shirt onto the pile.

The elf and the woman exchanged looks and frowned.

Maja started to walk to the door, “If there are any more orcs, I’ll be surprised.  We made enough noise to raise the dead.”

A further search of the corridors around the main chamber revealed a spiral staircase.  On the upper floor, they found the main hall.  There on a couple of tables, they saw a half-eaten meal of roasted meat.  Harold walked over to the hearth that had something over it on a spit.

“Holy shit!  They didn’t!”  The orc put a hand on a broken table and tried to cover his mouth, but it was too late, he wretched on the mosaic tiled floor.

Leofwen saw Maja run to him, pat him on the back, and then give him her water skin.

The elf approached, “You didn’t know that orcs eat their male captives?”

“It’s disgusting.  They’re evil.”  Harold said, holding his shaking hands in front of him. “How could they think of eating anything that could speak?!  Now I’m lumped in with them?”

The elf stepped closer and was about to put a hand on Harold’s shoulder.  Hesitating, she pulled back and said. “It’s not your fault, Harry.  Let’s stop the rest before they can kill any more villagers.”

Harold stood up and turned to face Leofwen.  His eyes glowed green, and his eyebrows were knitted in rage. “I’ll kill every last one of them.”

He sniffed around and pointed to a final set of stairs. “There’s something different here, I think I smell people.  I hear women!” 

He was about to run up the stairs when Ida stood in front of him and put her hands wide.

“Stop, Harold,” she said firmly. “I think the rest of us can handle getting the drop on these ones.  Guard the stairs and kill any orc trying to get up the stairs.”

Maja unsheathed her sword and started to walk up the stairs, “Ida’s right, Harold.  Getting caught in an ambush would be bad.”

Sofia and the elf followed.  Sofia said, “This won’t take a minute.” As she lit and extinguished a small column of blue flame in her hand.

“But!”

“No buts, Harold, that’s an order,”  Maja said. “If we need your help, you’ll know.”

Harold watched the group go up the stairs and then turn right.  He grimaced and cursed before he turned around and had his spear ready.

Less than a minute later, Harold heard the screams of women and the sounds of combat.  He was about to go up when he heard the footsteps of two people walking into the dining hall.

A battle-scarred orc with one missing tusk holding a notched and scratched long sword was clearly the tallest orc of the entire group of raiders.  He walked into the room, staring at Harold.  He was accompanied by  a muscular but light-framed colleague.  The creature was obviously a woman.  She had the same black hair as all orcs, but hers was done up in a long braid.  She had a pair of hand axes on her belt and wore a leather vest and pants, which covered much more of her body than the males' clothing did.

The veteran looked at Harold and said, “Ooth, gol brek.”

Harold pointed his spear at the orc and said, “I’m going to put you in the grave.”

“Ha!  You are domesticated.  You speak common better than me.  Swear your life to me, and I will let you and your friends live.  You will be free of man.  I am the chief of this castle.”

“I’d rather die than be your slave, you bastard!”

“I shall oblige you!”  The chief let out a war cry and charged.

Harold backed up the stairs and kept his spear ready. The long sword didn’t have the reach of the spear, and Harold was able to get two cuts on the chief.  The scared orc growled and lunged.  Harold sent the spear forward, but it was a trap.  The orc dodged the attack and kicked the spear in the middle against the wall, causing it to snap.

There was only a fraction of a second to act while the orc chief put his foot back on the ground.  Harold leapt over the monster and landed on the tiled floor of the hall.

The chief's hands were bleeding, but he didn’t seem to notice.  He ran down the stairs and swung the old longsword at Harold.  The hero had just enough time to get his mace back out and connect with the edge of the blade.  Sparks flew, and he heard a snap.  The blade broke, and the top half of the sword skittered across the floor.

“You broke my sword, you shit!  I shall enjoy feasting on the marrow in your bones!”

The sword, even though it was shorter, was still faster compared to his mace.  The chief attacked, swinging his broken sword wildly, hoping to get some cut on Harold's arms. 

Harold narrowed his eyes and watched the blade.   He found a pattern and then struck.  The mace head landed on the hilt of the sword and deflected it just long enough for him to bring his fist against the attacking orc’s temple.  Harold knew he had won when he saw the orc’s head twist violently.

The chief dropped his sword and fell on his back.  Harold yelled out and brought his mace down with both hands over and over until the chief was a pulpy mess.

Standing up, he looked at the orc woman.   Covered in blood, he watched for any movement.  The green woman raised her hands and knelt.  Harold ran to her and yanked her hand axes away from her belt and tossed them.

She opened her mouth and tried to find the words in Common she wanted to say.  “You kill the chief?”

“Yes, I did.”

She nodded and said, “You are chief.”

“What?  No.  Shit, what happened up there?”  He lifted his head and tried to listen for the rest of the party, but all was quiet.

“You try anything, girl, and I’ll kill you.”  He pointed his mace in her face.

She looked at him and said, “Yes, chief.”

Harold growled and pulled her to her feet. “Are there any more of you?”

“I don’t know.”

The orc frowned, grabbed her by the back of the leather vest she wore, and shoved her up the stairs, mace in his other hand.

Once he got to the top of the stairs, he knocked using the mace, making a dull thud.

“Maja!  Are you alright in there?!”

“Yes, we’ll be down in a few minutes.”

“I just wanted to let you know I killed the chief Maja.  I have a female orc prisoner.”

The door cracked open, and Maja’s head popped out, inches from the lady orc’s face. “Ah!  Good job!  We’re just cleaning up the prisoners a bit.  Why didn’t you kill her?”

“She surrendered.”

“I can bind her, just bring her back down and keep her there.”

He went back to the tables, pushed her onto a bench, and then went to put her hand axes on his belt.

“So how long have you been at this fort?”

“One year.  Chief brought us south and found this castle.  Then man came.  We were about to destroy the men soon, but you came here.”  She pursed her lips, “Now you are the chief, and I am your only warrior. You should have killed the chief first, then all the warriors would have pledged oaths to you.”

“What’s your name?”

“Gordana, and you?”

“Harold.”

“That’s not an orc name.  Tell the truth.”

“He is telling the truth, she-orc,”  Maja said as she descended the stairs. “And he’s a member of my party, and you are our prisoner.”

The rest of the party followed, and then a dozen women of various ages came to the room as well.  Two of them seemed to be holding their bellies.

“Only women?  The orcs were...”

“Yes, Harold,”  Leofwen said. “But you don’t have to worry about them.  I have purified them so they no longer carry our abominations in their womb.

Harold’s face contorted, and he got up. Looking down, he grabbed Gordana by the collar and lifted her straight into the air. “Your tribe did this!  I should throw you down the well!”

The she-orc grabbed him by the wrist and blushed, “Harold, these are our ways.  We must conquer.”

Maja walked to him and put a hand on his arm.  “Put her down, Harold, you’re not a murderer.”

“What?”  He looked down at Maja.

“She didn’t attack you while you fought the chief, correct?”  Maja asked. “She could have thrown an axe into the back of your head while you fought, but she didn’t.  She immediately surrendered as well.  Harold, trust me, killing her is not the honourable thing.”

“Fuck,”  he let go, dropping her to the ground.  “What do we do now?”

Leofwen looked at the party.  “It makes no sense to go in the dark with these rescues.  We should count up the dead and make sure there’s no one left.  There may be patrols coming back.  We should deal with them.”

Maja shrugged, “We set up defences here and set out in the morning.”

Harold frowned but nodded.  He walked to the hearth, collecting up the platters as he went.

Sofia extended a hand and asked, “Harold, what are you doing?”

The orc sighed and said, “Burying the dead.  There’s no way I’m sleeping here without taking care of this.”
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